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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to The Pathfinder School instructors both past and present.

As the book lays out the basic system of teaching from introductory through an intermediate level, I cannot take sole credit for its development. Some of these concepts have been a group effort and are a shining example of what a group of like-minded people can accomplish through cooperative effort.
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	Self-Aid

	Shelter

	Fire

	Hydration

	Navigation and Signaling



These are the five major wilderness survival priorities and the core of The Bushcraft Essentials Field Guide. Based on my experience surviving in nature, this essential information forms the basis of my 5 × 5 Survival System and will help you survive in the wild.

“Bushcraft” refers to the wilderness skills needed to survive and thrive in the natural world. To effectively practice bushcraft, you must learn and master the five major survival priorities. The purpose of my 5 × 5 Survival System is to provide a clear explanation of these major survival priorities without unnecessary information. The military uses the radio term “5 × 5” to describe a measure of signal strength and clarity—and it’s that type of strong, clear communication that makes the 5 × 5 Survival System so effective.

This guide will first teach you about the five survival priorities and then will break down each priority into its five most critical points. In addition to the five priorities of short-term survival, The Bushcraft Essentials Field Guide will also cover the skills and information needed for long-term survival in the woods. From the importance of self-aid and the proper selection and construction of a campsite to securing water and fire for survival and navigating your way through the woods, this guide will highlight the critical elements of survival and how they come together in practice.

This is the survival system I use at The Pathfinder School, where I teach hundreds of students every year from all walks of life—civilians, law enforcement professionals, military personnel, search-and-rescue teams—how to survive in the wild. With this book, you, too, will learn how to practice the basics of outdoor survival.

—Dave Canterbury
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IN THIS CHAPTER YOU WILL begin to learn about the five basic survival properties. You’ll also learn about items you need to consider when making your carry kit, from knives and saws to ignition sources like ferrocerium rods. You’ll also need some kind of cover, something that can help in repairs, some cordage, and other items in case you find yourself in an emergency situation. This chapter will show you all you’ll need to be prepared.








5 SURVIVAL PRIORITIES

THE FIVE SURVIVAL PRIORITIES ARE self-aid, shelter, fire, hydration, and navigation and signaling. When in nature, you must constantly evaluate the order of these because they can change depending on the environment and situation. Understanding these priorities is key to the survival mentality that is crucial to the end goal of survival.

SELF-AID

The one survival priority that remains constant regardless of the scenario is self-aid. Self-aid must always be the number one priority because, without it, you may not be able to effectively accomplish the other four priorities. Keeping self-aid and safety at the forefront of your mind is essential to outdoor survival. You can learn more about self-aid in Chapter 2.

SHELTER

All survival scenarios revolve around core temperature control (CTC). If you get too cold, you will suffer the effects of hypothermia, and if you overheat, you will experience hyperthermia. Both of these conditions can be deadly, and many complications can arise from each one. Having the proper shelter is a major component of maintaining your core temperature and surviving. See more on shelters in Chapter 3.

FIRE

In addition to proper shelter, the ability to make and maintain a fire is imperative to CTC. Fire not only provides warmth; it also enables an abundance of survival necessities. Your ability to make fire allows you to disinfect water, cook and preserve food, regulate your body temperature, fire-harden tools, and signal for rescue in emergencies. Making a fire is not a difficult process, but if you don’t have the proper materials or ignition methods, it can become extremely challenging. You’ll learn more about making a fire in Chapter 4.

HYDRATION

Staying properly hydrated is vitally important for a variety of reasons, including to help metabolize food. Many people are unaware that water and caloric intake can affect both hypothermia and hyperthermia. Calories are burned to generate body heat, and, sooner or later, these calories must be replaced. To maintain CTC, you must make sure you stay properly hydrated. You need to be able to find and disinfect a water source to avoid the symptoms of dehydration, which can include dry mouth, headaches, and dark urine, and its consequences, like hypothermia and hyperthermia. You will learn more about hydration in Chapter 5.


NAVIGATION AND SIGNALING

If you were to become injured or lost during your outing, you may be able to rely on personal navigational skills to find your way out if the injury is not traumatic and if you planned for such an event before travel. This means packing first aid items for minor injuries and the proper navigation tools. It is also a good idea to tell someone where you are going in case you need to be found. If you have the proper navigation and signaling skills, you can increase your chance of being rescued and surviving. You can read more about navigation and signaling in Chapter 6.


BUSHCRAFT TIP

It is important to pack and carry tools to maintain CTC because it might be difficult or time consuming to find or create such tools in the wilderness, even if you possess the skills and resources. So, you want to pack items that are multifunctional (can accomplish more than one task) and that pertain to at least one of the five survival priorities. Some suggestions include multifunction kit items and a basic first aid kit (FAK), proper clothing for various conditions, an emergency sheltering system, several tools to start a fire in any weather, a groundwater disinfectant, a compass with a mirror, orange-colored materials, space blankets for signal panels, and orange bandannas or shemaghs.








5 Cs OF SURVIVABILITY

THIS SECTION LISTS THE CATEGORIES of items you should consider when building your survival carry kit. It is important to understand which criteria each item fulfills and how to use it effectively, as this can be the key to short-term survival and will aid in the longer term as well. For each of the following categories, consider packing a minimum of three items that will function individually and together. For an effective kit, be prepared to address major survival priorities first (and also multiple priorities with each item, if possible). This will help you make intelligent decisions based on your current skill level. When you build this basic carry kit, keep in mind that it should contain multiple items that address each priority.

CUTTING TOOLS

Cutting tools are used to craft various items and to process food. They are essential when practicing bushcraft. Because there are so many options, you must consider your specific needs and particular destination to select the right tools. Three essential cutting tools are a fixed-blade knife, a saw, and a Swiss Army knife or multi-tool.


KNIFE

The knife you choose is very important as a main tool, as it will most likely be attached to your body and will be your go-to for various types of work. It should always have a full tang, meaning it is made of one solid piece with scale materials attached to each side. You should look for a blade length between 4" and 5"; this makes the knife useful for processing materials up to 4" in diameter. A sharp spine on the blade is helpful so that it can be used like a spoke shave device for processing tinder materials or shaping wooden objects. Look for a high-carbon steel blade that can be used like a fire steel for the flint-and-steel ignition method of starting a fire. This type of blade can carve an emergency ignition source like a bow drill kit and can also throw sparks to ignite charred tinder sources.
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Full Anatomy of a Knife






SAW (FOLDING)

A saw for emergency use is in many ways much safer than swinging an axe or hatchet. Also, the lighter weight makes it easier to pack, and it will likely take up less space. The learning curve for safely using an axe compared to the easier-to-use saw can also be an issue. Selecting a saw is a matter of finding a trusted brand with a pruning-style folding blade. For general use, look for a minimum blade length of 8"–10". As with your knife choice, it’s a good idea to find a blade with a sharp spine and a carbon blade, so it can function as another backup tool that will accomplish more than just crosscutting wood.
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SWISS ARMY KNIFE OR MULTI-TOOL

The choice between a Swiss Army knife (SAK) and a multi-tool (MT) is a personal one; however, the SAK has an advantage (depending on the model) because of its personal hygiene and first aid components. This may sound strange when speaking about a cutting tool, but remember that everything you carry should have multiple functions. A SAK will have a blade, possibly scissors (great for nail care), and generally an awl for making repairs, as well as other select tools. But many models also come with a pair of small tweezers and a toothpick, which, in my opinion, set this tool apart from the MT, as both are critical for care in the field.
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COMBUSTION DEVICE

Combustion devices are important elements of any kit. They are used to create fire, which not only helps preserve and cook food but also provides needed warmth. The three essential combustion devices are a Bic lighter, a ferrocerium rod, and a magnifying lens (which should be on your compass).

BIC LIGHTER

While the choice of lighters is a personal one, there are many reasons I prefer Bic lighters. I find that they can be easily rescued when wet and warmed when cold, and they have a heavy-duty construction that is difficult to damage. Use a screwdriver to remove the child-safety device to make it easier to rescue when wet and remember that even when the fluid has been used up, the sparking device will still ignite charred materials. Also remember that carrying several lighters in your kit, your pocket, and your pack won’t take up much room or add much weight.

FERROCERIUM ROD

A ferrocerium rod for ignition is an important part of every emergency kit, but it should never be your first choice if open flame will do the trick. However, these rods have many long-term advantages: They are very dependable with dry tinder or charred materials, and large ones last a long time. Some people don’t realize that the makeup of these rods is not always the same, as some are harder and some are softer. A softer rod is a better choice for emergencies. The rod works by having some of its materials removed by an object that is sharper and harder than the rod itself. So, the softer the rod is, the easier it will be to remove the material. The larger the rod, the more material can be removed to create the hot sparks needed to ignite the material in a tinder bundle. Also, the larger the rod, the more contact time it has with the surface to remove material, and, again, the more hot sparks that will be able to reach the tinder.
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MAGNIFICATION LENS

Your compass should be equipped with some sort of magnifying glass. It should be powerful enough to ignite tinder that has been charred in full sun, giving you a renewable resource for ignition that cannot wear out and is long lasting. Many compasses come with a magnifying lens, but if yours doesn’t, you should carry some kind of magnification lens in your pack.
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BUSHCRAFT TIP

There are a few key things to remember about ignition and fire making. In an emergency, you want the easiest method of starting fire quickly, and most of the time, this will be open flame. Once that is taken care of, your next thought should always be to conserve expendable resources, like the fuel in a lighter. You should always have a “next-fire mentality.” This involves making charred material with the first fire to ensure you can at least create a live ember for the next fires, which can be lit with any of the ignition sources you have on hand, including an empty lighter.




COVER ELEMENTS

Cover elements create a microclimate of protection and allow you to adapt to a given situation. Without proper cover elements, you put yourself at risk for exposure. The three essential cover elements are a reusable emergency space blanket, a 6-mil contractor bag, and an insulating blanket (either wool, synthetic, or down).

EMERGENCY SPACE BLANKET

You want to get a heavy-duty reusable space blanket for your kit; 5’ × 7’ size will work for an emergency. You don’t want the Mylar-type blankets that are folded into small packages because these are difficult to reuse if you need to repack and move camp, and they are a bit flimsy to use in foul weather. Your emergency space blanket has many uses, but its two main functions are as an overhead tarp to protect you from the elements and as a blanket to convectively reflect heat from a fire to stay warm.


BUSHCRAFT TIP

Most emergency space blankets have at least a grommet hole in each corner. While this is not the most desirable method of attachment to a solid object for tie out, it can come in handy for emergency use.




6-MIL CONTRACTOR BAG

Plastic bags are measured in mils. One mil equals one-thousandth of an inch of thickness. You want a heavy-duty bag for your kit that can be used for anything from rain gear to a tarp to a mattress stuffed with debris. Lighter bags can handle these things, but a 6-mil bag can also act as a raised bed constructed like a stretcher to keep you off the ground.

INSULATING BLANKET

You will want to include a layer of insulation in your pack to trap body heat. This insulation can be different types of material, but some are better than others. A wool blanket, being fire-retardant, water-resistant, and insulative even when soaking wet, is the most effective and versatile option, but it will also be heavy to carry. Synthetic materials like Polarguard work well, and the Swagman Roll by Helikon is a great option for temperatures above 40°F (this can be made even more effective in colder weather by wearing a good base layer under your clothing). The advantage of this option is that it’s lightweight and multifunctional as a blanket, a sleeping bag, a poncho liner, or a hammock under a quilt.

A 5’ × 7’ down blanket works great as insulation and takes up less room than the other choices. It would probably be as warm as wool depending on the down fill of the blanket, but it suffers dramatically when wet (as it loses its insulation properties) or around sparks from a fire because most down blankets are made from nylon (which can be flammable). But it is a great lightweight option if you can keep it protected from fire damage.


BUSHCRAFT TIP

When building a shelter kit, you obviously want the individual components to be multifunctional, but the key elements to consider are something to sleep on, something to sleep in, and something to sleep under.



CONTAINERS

Containers are simple but important components of any kit. Containers allow you to:


	Carry water over distances

	Protect your food sources

	Boil water for disinfection

	Use them as a cold or hot pack for self-aid

	Signal for rescue by using them as a sound chamber



The three essential containers are two water bottles and one cup.

METAL WATER BOTTLE

Metal containers for food and water are a must-have for survival kits because you can put them directly into a fire. In addition, if you don’t have a filter of some kind to disinfect water, you can use a metal bottle to boil it. You can use it to cook food and make medicinal teas. You want a bottle with a wide mouth for easy filling and at least a 32-ounce capacity, as it may take up to four of these a day to keep you hydrated.
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CUPS

The metal cup that nests under your bottle is an important element of your kit. It allows you to boil liquid or cook food and is another container to eat or drink from. It can also be a chamber for charring material when placed over the open mouth of the container and into a fire. It is smart to carry two of these cups even if you only have one bottle because you can put one on the top and one on the bottom of the bottle. Having something to drink from while making char or having two cups cooling while another bottle is boiling comes in handy.

CORDAGE

Being able to properly bind and lash materials is imperative to survival. Cordage allows you to bind and lash materials and to create other items. It is also helpful for trapping and fishing and a host of other tasks. It is important to consider the cordage you choose to carry with you. The three essential cordage suggestions are parachute cord (550), bank line (#36), and tubular webbing or mule tape.

PARACHUTE CORD

It’s important to remember that most survival manuals of the twentieth century were largely copied from military text, and the military has a lot of parachute cord on hand, so soldiers are taught to use it. That does not necessarily mean this is the best type of cordage for you. I carry about 30’ of parachute cord hanked up to use as a ridgeline. I always keep an end of the line loop at one end and stop knot at the other; also attached are two Prusik loops used to toggle a tarp or space blanket. This cordage can also be used for bipod-style shelters for a lashing and stake-out cord. Also, I generally have at least six shorter lengths of parachute cord of about 7’ in the same hank configuration without the Prusik loops to use as utility cords in camp for anything from hanging a pack to a hasty tripod or even a temporary tourniquet if the need arises.
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BANK LINE

Bank line is a lightweight and durable tarred nylon that is useful for fishing and net making, as it is easy to tie and holds knots well. It is a good survival cord because it is rot- and UV-resistant and will also remain dry. The line can be easily broken down into smaller fibers that remain strong, which allows you to use it in a number of ways that might require a thinner fiber, such as a fishing line or as thread for cloth repairs.
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TUBULAR WEBBING

Tubular webbing is used for climbing because it has a very high tensile strength to prevent breakage. This is one of its advantages over rope, as well as the fact that it weighs less and takes up less room. When making improvised straps and such from this material, you’ll find it much more comfortable over distances than rope. Because webbing is flat, you’ll be able to carry more of it.

I recommend two 20’ sections and one 50’ section if room and weight allow. This material will do anything rope will do—and will do it a bit better in most cases, except for helping to start a fire. You can always carry some of each, as I do.
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